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house relief was given it should be given only on such terms
that life on relief should be more unpleasant than the most
unpleasant way of earning a living outside. How dreadful
a principle this was can only be appreciated by those who
have considered what life could be for a working man in the
'305s and '^.o's. Perhaps even contemporary opinion might
have hesitated had it not been pricked on by a rather dis-
ingenuous report in 1834 from the Commissioners appointed
to inquire into the administration of the Poor Law. Recklessly
generalizing from certain improvident authorities it said that
"in far the greatest number of workhouses" (a notable exag-
geration) the able-bodied were kept "in sluggish sensual
indolence " (an even more remarkable hyperbole). It was true
that some disorder had marked the administration of the old
poor law, both in parish poorhouses and municipal work-
houses. The conditions in Oxford were reputed to be ribaldry
medieval, and to result in "internal bastardy.'5 It was, by
sleight of hand, assumed that these conditions were typical,
and the public approbation was desired for the contrasting
model establishment at Southwell, set up by Sir George
Nicholls, in which conditions were " as disagreeable as was
consistent with health."
The New Poor Law, passed in 1834 under the influence of
the Commissioners' report, set up three Commissioners to
establish "union" workhouses by means of a compulsory union
of parishes for that purpose, and to enforce the following main
principles through elected Boards of Guardians: (i) No relief
but relief within a workhouse to the able-bodied; (ii) Such
relief to be "less eligible" than the most unpleasant means of
earning a living outside; (iii) Separation of man and wife to
prevent child-bearing.
The Act was applied forthwith to the South of England,
extinguishing the Speenharnland system, which had reduced
that part of the country to extreme abjectness. It met with
little resistance. In the first place, it was in truth wiping out
an intolerable nuisance; in the second, the farm labourers were
spiritless and defeated; in the third, the years 1834 to 1836
were prosperous and the harvests were good.
When,  however,  the Act was applied to the industrial